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Introduction
According to many local officials in North Carolina, 
Hispanic population growth has hit a “critical mass”—
critical enough for local jurisdictions to take an anti-
immigration stance and adopt ordinances that create 
a hostile living and working environment for immi-
grants.  These ordinances aim to force undocumented 
immigrants to move out and to stem the tide of future 
immigrant settlement.  Historically, the responsibility 
of adopting and enforcing immigration policies was 
primarily left to the federal government.  In the last 
few years, however, local governments have grown in-
creasingly resentful about shouldering the day-to-day 
burdens of supplying and financing public and social 
services to a rapidly growing undocumented immigrant 
population, which has spurred local officials to take 
matters in their own hands.  This has resulted in a spate 
of local anti-immigration ordinance proposals all over 
North Carolina.  From small towns like Landis, to rap-
idly growing metropolitan areas like Charlotte-Meck-
lenburg, there appears to be an anti-immigration current 
rippling throughout the state. 
Along with Pennsylvania, North Carolina was among 
the states with the highest total number of anti-immi-
gration ordinances proposed between 2005 and 2006. 
This was, in large part, a reaction to the rapid growth in 
the Hispanic population throughout the state.  The US 
Census estimated that the Hispanic population in North 
Carolina increased from 76,726 in 1990, to 378,963 in 
2000—a 393% increase and the largest of any state in 
the nation.  Moreover, some estimates in 2004 put the 
North Carolina Hispanic population at over 600,000, 
half of which are believed to be undocumented.1   This 
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rapid and unpredictable Hispanic population growth 
has caught local officials and communities off-guard 
and unprepared to deal with the pressures and demands 
associated with this unique population.   Some local ju-
risdictions are embracing their growing immigrant pop-
ulation and are adjusting their day-to-day operations to 
accommodate the needs of this group.  Other places are 
adopting anti-immigrant ordinances and policies, which 
they believe are the solution to their immigration prob-
lems.  In light of these emerging conditions, this article 
discusses the pressures that local governments are fac-
ing as they seek to address the rapid growth of the His-
panic—and largely undocumented—immigrant popula-
tion.  Additionally, it examines local policies that have 
been proposed or adopted to address undocumented 
immigration and outlines the arguments for and against 
these policies.  Finally, it examines the affect these ordi-
nances have on local governance and planning.
Much of the debate surrounding the issue of undocu-
mented immigration centers on the distribution of costs 
and benefits.  In terms of benefits, undocumented im-
migrants contribute directly to the local coffers in the 
form of sales tax and property tax (if they own their 
own homes), and indirectly by boosting business rev-
enues and the local economy.  Many also pay income 
taxes, albeit often with borrowed social security num-
bers that allow them to work, but are unable to collect 
any Social Security or Medicare benefits.  In terms of 
costs, on the other hand, the argument proffered by local 
communities is that returns from taxes paid by undocu-
mented immigrants and the economic stimulus of their 
labor do not compensate for the service demands cre-
ated by this population.  Local communities proposing 
anti-immigration ordinances attribute the rising costs of 
providing K-12 education, health care, police and fire 
protection, and a host of other services to the growing 
undocumented immigrant population.  Many local com-
munities also argue that there is a gap between what 
undocumented immigrants contribute in taxes (or the 
returns that local communities receive from their taxes) 
and the costs they impose.  Furthermore, local commu-
nities blame undocumented immigrants for social ills, 
including increased crime and a deteriorating quality of 
life.  In short, these local communities claim that the 
major beneficiaries of undocumented immigration are 
businesses, which benefit from access to a cheap labor 
pool, and the federal government, which receives at 
least $7 billion annually from contributions to Social 
Security and Medicare,  while they are the losers.2 
To address the issue of unwanted immigration, local 
municipalities have adopted a variety of “anti-immi-
gration ordinances.”  These ordinances range from the 
merely symbolic—requiring the enforcement of federal 
laws already on the books—to the more heavy-hand-
ed—for example, requiring public employees to iden-
tify and sometimes deport undocumented immigrants. 
Some of the most common ordinances being considered 
or adopted in North Carolina include:  
•  requiring English to be used when public employ-
ees are conducting business and governmental du-
ties; 
•  denying benefits and services to undocumented 
immigrants; 
•  imposing sanctions and fines on employers and 
landlords, and;
•  training local law enforcement officials to become 
“immigration agents.”  
The next section of this article examines the different 
types of ordinances and policies that are being con-
sidered or have been adopted in cities and counties in 
North Carolina.  
 
Policy 1: English-Only Ordinances
Several examples of local English-only ordinances can 
be found in the City of Landis (in Rowan County), Da-
vidson County, Cabarrus County, and Beaufort Coun-
ty—all of which saw breathtaking explosions in their 
Hispanic population in recent years.  To begin with, 
in August of 2006, the Landis City Council passed an 
38 Nguyen
ordinance that made English the official language of 
business, specifying that all government business, writ-
ten or spoken, must be conducted in English.  Landis 
is a small town with a rapidly growing Hispanic popu-
lation.  According to the US Census Bureau, Landis’s 
total population was 2,996 in 2000, of which only 249 
were Hispanics.  While the city’s total population grew 
by 28.4% from 1990 to 2000, Landis saw its Hispanic 
population expand by 1,975%, magnified, in large part, 
by the small number of Hispanics living in Landis in 
1990.  
Similarly, on November 14, 
2006, the Board of Commis-
sioners in Davidson County 
passed, by a unanimous 7-0 
vote, a resolution that makes 
English the official language of 
government.  According to the 
resolution, “meetings must be 
conducted in English, official 
acts and records must be printed 
and maintained in English.”3 
Davidson County’s population 
in 2000 was 147,246, of which 
only 3.2% were Hispanic, yet, 
by 2006, the Hispanic popula-
tion had increased to the point 
where the County Commission 
felt it necessary to intervene. 
Similar English-only ordinances 
were overwhelmingly approved 
by county commissioners in 
Cabarrus and Beaufort Coun-
ties.  Although both of these 
counties have small proportions 
of Hispanics relative to the total 
population, 5.0% and 3.2%, re-
spectively, the rate of growth in 
the Hispanic population in both 
of these counties has far out-
stripped the counties’ total rates of population growth. 
In Cabarrus County, the Hispanic population was 438 
in 1990 and it grew 1,411.4% in the next ten years. 
Beaufort County’s Hispanic population grew 638.6% 
throughout the 1990s and was estimated at 1,455 in 
2000 by the US Census Bureau.  Similarly, the town of 
Mint Hill has proposed to make English its official lan-
guage of government, but is awaiting review from their 
attorneys as to the legality of the ordinance.
Table 1 presents the major arguments made for and 
Proponents Opponents
•  English is a common bond that makes a 
community and the nation, as a whole, 
more cohesive.  English as the official 
language preserves American culture 
and promotes unity.  Having different 
languages spoken “promotes a sense of 
separation among residents.” 
4 
•  English-only ordinances are largely 
symbolic measures that create a hostile 
environment for living and working.  
These ordinances promote more separa-
tion between English and non-English 
speaking residents.
• These ordinances disproportionately 
affect Hispanics because they are the 
largest non-English speaking group in 
North Carolina.
• These ordinances are discriminatory 
towards any person who is not fluent 
in English, not just undocumented im-
migrants.  This might include citizens 
as well.
• Multiple versions of government 
documents and translation services can 
create misunderstanding and mistrans-
lation. 
•  Local agencies that receive federal 
funding are required to provide inter-
preters if there is a significant number 
of people utilizing their services who do 
not speak English.
• Providing translation and interpretation 
services is costly to the taxpayer and is 
an inefficient use of taxpayer monies.
•  These ordinances inhibit the ability of 
public and social service employees to 
promote better public health, safety, and 
welfare for all residents within the com-
munity.  This may end up being more 
costly to taxpayers in the long run.
Table 1: Viewpoints on English-only ordinances
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against English-only ordinances in these and other lo-
cal areas.
Impacts on Local Governance and Planning
How is this relevant for planners?  First, enforcing these 
English-only ordinances conflicts with planning prin-
ciples and responsibility to the public as outlined in the 
AICP Planning Code of Ethics, which states, “We shall 
seek social justice by working to expand choice and op-
portunity for all persons, recognizing a special respon-
sibility to plan for the needs of the disadvantaged and to 
promote racial and economic integration.  We shall urge 
the alteration of policies, institutions, and decisions that 
oppose such needs.”5    By providing services solely in 
English, a growing population in North Carolina will be 
excluded from services provided by planners.
Second, the field of planning has, for a number of years, 
recognized the importance of public participation, par-
ticularly from disadvantaged groups or communities 
of color.  Conducting public meetings and providing 
documentation exclusively in English will discourage 
non-English speakers or those who have limited Eng-
lish ability from participating in the planning process. 
In general, individuals who have limited English abil-
ity are disproportionately low-income and racial/ethnic 
minorities.  If there is no public participation from these 
disadvantaged groups, their concerns will not be rep-
resented in the planning process nor be considered in 
planning outcomes, thereby increasing the likelihood of 
discrimination against this population.
Finally, English-only ordinances confer privileges to 
English speakers and penalize those who are not flu-
ent in English, thereby enhancing the inequitable dis-
tribution of resources and services along lines of race, 
ethnicity, citizenship, as well as English-language abil-
ity.  This will inevitably reinforce the socioeconomic 
disparities that already exist in our local communities. 
Furthermore, many local jurisdictions have already in-
vested time and resources in building an infrastructure 
to serve non-English-speaking populations.  These ef-
forts will be wasted and taxpayer monies will have been 
inefficiently used if English-only ordinances are passed 
in those jurisdictions.
Denying Services and Benefits to Undocumented
Immigrants
A second strategy used by several local governments 
to crack down on immigrant populations involves the 
denial of services and benefits to those immigrants 
without proper or sufficient documentation.  Hazle-
ton, Pennsylvania’s passage of the “Illegal Alien Relief 
Act” on July 13, 2006, provided a template for other 
local jurisdictions around the country to pass aggres-
sive measures to reduce the number of undocumented 
immigrants.  Using this template, Gaston County, North 
Carolina passed an anti-immigration resolution on No-
vember 9, 2006 that directed the county staff to stop 
providing services to undocumented immigrants.   The 
Gaston County Board of Commissioners—composed 
entirely of Republicans—voted 5-1 to approve a reso-
lution that would accomplish the following: 
•  cease funding to local services provided to undoc-
umented immigrants; 
•  discontinue state and federal non-mandated pro-
grams that serve undocumented immigrants, and; 
•  stop contracting with businesses that employ un-
documented immigrants.6    
As discussed in Table 2, the Gaston County resolution 
also addressed other county procedures related to law 
enforcement and housing ordinances.  A similar reso-
lution was proposed to verify the citizenship status of 
persons receiving public services, benefits, and jobs 
in Cabarrus County.  This resolution did not pass, but 
a split county commissioner’s vote of 2-2 prompted a 
motion to create a task force to study the immigration 
issue in more detail.7  In Table 2, the arguments for and 
against this type of ordinance can be found.
Impacts on Local Governance and Planning
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Proponents Opponents
•  Undocumented immigrants use limited local tax funds.  Un-
documented immigrants do not pay taxes or their fair share 
of taxes, so they should not receive the benefits that are paid 
for by taxpayer dollars.
•  Being a citizen is not synonymous with being a taxpayer, and 
being an undocumented immigrant is not equivalent to being 
a tax evader.  Non-citizens who are permanent residents are 
also obligated to pay taxes and there are citizens who shirk 
their responsibility to pay their share of taxes.  Many undocu-
mented immigrants do pay income taxes.  
•  Until 2006, undocumented immigrants in North Carolina 
were able to obtain a driver’s license without a social security 
number, but with an income tax identification number (ITIN). 
The ability to receive a driver’s license was a huge incentive 
for undocumented immigrants to file their income taxes.
•  The health and welfare of “legal” citizens ” takes precedence 
over the health and welfare of undocumented immigrants.  
Given the limited resources, services, and benefits local gov-
ernments are able to provide, “legal citizens” should receive 
priority.
•  Undocumented immigrants should be penalized for violat-
ing immigration laws instead of being conferred the rights 
and privileges of a legal resident by receiving benefits and 
services.  
•  Under federal law, undocumented immigrants are not eligible 
to receive many types of services and benefits.  They cannot 
receive food stamps, TANF, housing assistance, social secu-
rity benefits, or Medicare, although they often pay taxes that 
contribute to these programs.  
•  They are eligible to attend school from grades K-12 and re-
ceive emergency medical care, services which do exact a cost 
on local jurisdictions.  Denying undocumented immigrants 
these services, however, could potentially cost localities 
more in the long run.  Creating an uneducated class by deny-
ing education to a large group of people could be detrimental 
to the American economy and society.  Also, if undocu-
mented immigrants prolong their medical care until an illness 
becomes severe, the cost of treatment may be greater than if 
the undocumented immigrant had received care at an earlier 
stage of the illness.
• Denying benefits and services to undocumented immigrants 
will discourage illegal immigration and will encourage law-
ful immigration.
•  Denying undocumented immigrants services and benefits will 
not discourage illegal immigration from abroad, but will, 
instead, force immigrants to migrate to other places within 
the US.  Undocumented immigrants who lived in Hazleton, 
Pennsylvania, for example, did not return to their home 
country, but instead moved to more receptive states, such 
as North Carolina.  Within North Carolina, aggressive local 
anti-immigration legislation will most likely push immi-
grants to other local jurisdictions, rather than addressing the 
illegal immigration problem.
Table 2: Viewpoints on Ordinances Denying Services and Benefits to Undocumented Immigrants
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Although proponents of these measures believe that 
denying benefits and services to undocumented immi-
grants will make their communities better off and will 
discourage future illegal immigration, this may not be 
the case at all.  As of March 2006, there are an esti-
mated 11.5 to 12 million undocumented immigrants in 
this country.8  Denying an entire class of people certain 
key social and public services will likely create an un-
derclass composed largely of the uneducated, poor, and 
disenfranchised.  An uneducated and impoverished mi-
nority group will place additional burdens on local bud-
gets and local planning agencies as these agencies seek 
to address one of the most enduring and problematic 
planning issues of our times—the persistent concentra-
tion of poverty of racial/ethnic groups.  
Denying these individuals the opportunity for educa-
tional and socioeconomic mobility can only contribute 
to the concentration of the underclass in geographic 
space.  Furthermore, it will result in the formation of 
a second-class citizenry that is disconnected from all 
public and civic activities, in turn spawning divided cit-
ies that are breeding grounds for racial/ethnic tensions 
and violence.  A recent example of violence stemming 
from disenfranchised ethnic groups comes from the 
Paris suburb of Clichy-sous-Bois.  An altercation be-
tween two youths, Malian and Tunisian, and the police 
on October 25, 2005 spurred many second-generation 
immigrant youths to riot against the feelings of social 
and economic exclusion and experiences with racial 
discrimination imposed by the state.  Closer to home, 
the United States does not have to look very far back 
into history to be reminded of its own experience with 
divided cities.  The largest race riot in American history 
swept through Los Angeles in 1992, after a predomi-
nantly white jury acquitted four white police officers 
of a brutal beating, caught on videotape, of an African-
American man named Rodney King.  The resulting ex-
plosion exposed the simmering racial/ethnic resentment 
between African-Americans, Koreans, and whites.  
Similarly, excluding undocumented immigrants from 
society and forcing them underground may have some 
unexpected and detrimental consequences to local com-
munities.  Instead of creating policies that continue cur-
rent trends, planners should seek policies that lift the 
underclass out of the ghettos and barrios, including uni-
versal access to essential services such as education and 
healthcare.
Employer and Landlord Sanctions
Local ordinances that target businesses and landlords 
who employ or lease to undocumented immigrants is a 
third critical issue.  Federal laws already impose civil 
and criminal penalties on employers for hiring undocu-
mented workers.  For each undocumented individual 
hired, employers can face a fine of up to $2,000.   If the 
employer repeatedly hires undocumented individuals, 
the fines become increasingly stiffer.  Local anti-immi-
grant ordinances proposed in towns such as Mint Hill, 
NC are an attempt to enforce these pre-existing federal 
mandates.  Another way local governments can penal-
ize employers that hire undocumented workers is by 
not contracting with their companies on public projects. 
Gaston County passed an ordinance that states that the 
county will “discontinue contracting with any local or 
out-of-county businesses employing or using identifi-
able illegal residents where county tax dollars are being 
expended.”9  Other local ordinances, such as one ap-
proved in Forsythe County, NC on October 23, 2006, 
mandate that county agencies follow federal immigra-
tion law when hiring individuals or contracting jobs.
Along with employers, landlords are also facing sanc-
tions for renting housing to undocumented immigrants 
or households that exceed a certain maximum house-
hold size as determined by new housing ordinances. 
Landlord sanctions were modeled on the Illegal Alien 
Relief Act passed first by Hazleton, Pennsylvania.  In 
Hazleton, if landlords are caught renting or leasing to 
undocumented persons, they are fined $1,000 a day. 
The recent ordinances proposed in Mint Hill and passed 
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in Gaston County, however, were slightly different than 
the Hazleton ordinance in that they do not specify what 
the penalties are for landlords, nor do they specify what 
the minimum allowable household size is per unit.  Ta-
ble 3 presents the arguments for and against these kinds 
of sanctions.
Impacts on Local Governance and Planning
This strategy presents several challenges for planners in 
North Carolina.  First, none of the proposed ordinances 
explicitly state which local agency is responsible for 
enforcement of employer and landlord sanctions.  Will 
existing local agencies such as the housing authority be 
responsible for enforcing the new housing ordinance? 
Or will a new department be created instead?  This also 
leaves open the question of how these enforcement 
agents will be adequately trained to check for fraudu-
lent documentation.  How will employers, for example, 
Proponents Opponents
•  The hiring of undocumented immigrants takes away jobs 
from legal citizens, thereby contributing to higher unemploy-
ment rates.  Cracking down on the employment of illegal 
immigrants ensures that Americans get the jobs they deserve.
•  There are a number of industries in North Carolina that 
cannot find legal residents to fill the available jobs.  The 
meat and poultry processing and agricultural industries 
often lament that their business could not survive without 
immigrant labor.  They assert that there are not enough legal 
US residents interested in these types of jobs, therefore they 
must depend on immigrant labor.
•  Much of the anti-immigration enforcement to date has 
focused on penalizing the undocumented immigrant popu-
lation.  This has seen to be largely ineffective.  Instead, 
sanctioning the employer is a more effective way to discour-
age illegal immigration because it takes away employment 
opportunities that are the main draw for illegal immigration.   
•  It is not clear how effective these local ordinances will actu-
ally be in discouraging illegal immigration, since employers 
are already required to check documentation before hiring.  
Sometimes, undocumented immigrants use false identifica-
tion (e.g., a borrowed social security card) and the employer 
has no way of knowing that that the documentation is false.  
If employers are fined or penalized for inadvertently hiring 
an undocumented immigrant based on false documents, they 
might be inclined to not hire any person that looks like an 
immigrant or foreigner for fear of being penalized.  This may 
result in legal residents being discriminated against because 
of a certain appearance. 
•  Illegal immigrants often live in overcrowded rental units.  Or-
dinances that place a maximum cap on number of tenants per 
unit will discourage undocumented immigrants from living 
in the jurisdiction.  Fining landlords should also reduce the 
number of undocumented residents. 
•  Creating a maximum allowable household size for rental 
units is discriminatory against larger low-income families.  
It can also impact legal residents, not just undocumented 
immigrants.  It is not clear whether fines for landlords will 
have the intended consequence  of reducing the number of 
undocumented residents or whether landlords will charge 
undocumented residents a larger deposit or higher rents to 
cover the possibility of being fined. 
Table 3: Viewpoints on employer and landlord sanctions
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be able to check federal immigration databases and un-
derstand immigration law enough to judge validity of 
documents?  Currently, only the Department of Home-
land Security, a federal agency, has the authority to 
check immigration status through a federal immigration 
database.  Employees of local agencies are currently not 
trained and do not have direct access to this database, 
except in a small number of cases.  
Housing ordinances that place a cap on the maximum 
number of tenants may be discriminatory towards large 
families and may violate the Fair Housing Act of 1968, 
which “…prohibits discrimination in the sale, rental, 
and financing of dwellings, and in other housing-re-
lated transactions, based on race, color, national origin, 
religion, sex, familial status (including children under 
the age of 18 living with parents of legal custodians, 
pregnant women, and people securing custody of chil-
dren under the age of 18), and handicap (disability).”10  
These “overcrowding” ordinances may also dispropor-
tionately affect immigrant families, documented or un-
documented, in North Carolina, since they tend to have 
larger families than the average American.  Indeed, re-
cent studies have concluded that discrimination against 
immigrants is already rampant in the housing market.11 
These ordinances may contribute to further discrimina-
tion by race, color, national origin, and familial status 
and may create additional burdens on local housing au-
thorities charged with enforcing the Fair Housing Act.  
Policy 2: 287(g) Partnership Program
The passage of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Im-
migrant Responsibility Act in 1996 allowed state and 
local law enforcement agents to enforce federal immi-
gration laws after completing a training program, com-
monly known as the 287(g) program.  In North Caro-
lina, the Mecklenburg County’s Sheriff’s Department 
became the state’s first agency to coordinate with the 
federal Immigration and Customs Enforcement officers 
to receive the requisite training to become “immigra-
tion agents.”  With this training, Mecklenburg officials 
can access federal databases to check the immigration 
status of individuals.  Since twelve sheriffs received 
their 287(g) authorization in February 2006, an esti-
mated 1,000 “criminal aliens” in Mecklenburg County 
have been identified as violating immigration laws.12 
Between May and September of 2006, Mecklenburg 
County sheriffs have started proceedings to deport 523 
individuals.13  Mecklenburg’s apparent “success” sto-
ry with the 287(g) program has encouraged other lo-
cal jurisdictions, such as the city of Asheville, Gaston 
County, and Cabarrus County to consider adopting the 
287(g) program.  Arguments for and against the 287(g) 
program can be found in Table 4.
Impacts on Local Governance and Planning
The primary goal of the 287(g) program is to equip lo-
cal law enforcement with the tools to fight crime, par-
ticularly among the undocumented immigrant popu-
lation.  Very few people would oppose the right of 
law enforcement officers to apprehend a suspected or 
known criminal using immigration law, if that tool can 
help them prevent crime.  The potential problem with 
giving local law enforcement this authority is that they 
are then asked to scrutinize individuals based on their 
immigration status, a task that can lead to difficult judg-
ment calls, and occasional racial profiling.  The ques-
tion becomes: will local law enforcement/immigration 
agents in North Carolina be able to see a Hispanic per-
son walking down the street without suspecting that 
person of illegal immigration status?  If the answer is 
no, then roughly 50% of Hispanics in North Carolina, 
those who are legal residents, will likely suffer unjust 
scrutiny based solely on the way they look.  
One major criticism of the 287(g) program is that it un-
dermines the authority of local law enforcement because 
undocumented immigrants will be less cooperative and 
forthright for fear of deportation.  Even legal residents 
may lose trust in local law enforcement if they experi-
ence discrimination, racial profiling, or heavy scrutiny 
based on the way they look.  Losing the trust and co-
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Proponents Opponents
•  Federal government is failing to adequately address illegal 
immigration problem; it is time for local authorities to do so.
•  Local anti-immigration ordinances may be inconsistent with 
and violate federal immigration law and constitutional rights.
•  Undocumented immigrants are contributing to increased 
local crime.  Public safety in local communities is threatened 
by dangerous criminals and potential terrorists crossing the 
border illegally.
•   Although increasing crime in local jurisdictions adopting the 
287(g) program has been attributed to increasing illegal im-
migration, no study to date in any North Carolina jurisdiction 
has linked increasing crime to undocumented immigrants.  
In fact, the municipalities that are considering training local 
law enforcement through the 287(g) program (the city of 
Asheville, Gaston County, and Cabarrus County), have not 
had significant increases in annual crime rates throughout the 
1990s.  The largest annual increase in crime—10.4%—oc-
curred in Cabarrus County between 1995 and 1996.  But 
Cabarrus County also experienced the largest annual drop 
in crime of these three places between 1999 and 2000, when 
total annual incidences of crime dropped by 20.6%.
14
•  The crime and deterioration in community quality of life due 
to criminal activity of undocumented immigrants is imposing 
high costs on local jurisdictions.
•  Detaining undocumented immigrants in local prisons is costly 
to taxpayers and is exacerbating overcrowded prisons.  In 
Mecklenburg County, the annual cost of housing undocu-
mented immigrants in jail is roughly $4.8 million a year, at a 
cost of $110 per day per inmate.
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•  Deporting undocumented immigrants will reduce criminal 
activity and discourage illegal immigration.
•  It is not clear whether detaining and deporting undocumented 
immigrants actually reduces rates of illegal immigration.  
With a porous border, many undocumented immigrants who 
were able to cross the border once are able and willing to try 
to cross the border again after deportation.
•  Without 287(g) training, local law enforcers are not allowed 
to detain individuals and check for immigration documen-
tation, unless the individual is suspected of committing a 
crime.  This renders local law enforcement agents powerless 
even if they know an undocumented immigrant has commit-
ted crimes in the past (e.g., he/she has been deported before 
on criminal charges) or is intending to commit a crime.
•  Undocumented immigrants are already afraid to report crime.  
Designating local law enforcement as “immigration agents” 
will further discourage undocumented immigrants from 
reporting crimes, even the most heinous ones. 
•  Allowing local law enforcement to check immigration status 
and detain individuals who are violating immigration law 
will make local communities safer.
•  Local law enforcers will lose the trust and cooperation of 
immigrant communities, making their task of protecting the 
health and safety of communities more difficult.  
•  Criminals will increasingly prey on undocumented immi-
grants because they know that undocumented immigrants 
will not report crimes for fear of deportation.  This will spark 
more crime and create unsafe communities.
Table 4: Viewpoints on the 287(g) Program
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operation of immigrant communities will make it ex-
tremely difficult for local law enforcement to carry out 
their duties to protect and serve the community.  Fear of 
local law enforcement may force both documented and 
undocumented immigrants underground, and they may 
become more invisible than they already are.
Not only will immigrants try to remain undetected by 
law enforcement, but they may also flee these juris-
dictions in droves and move to communities that are 
more receptive to immigrants.  This migration from one 
community to another does not address the overarching 
undocumented immigration problem, but rather may 
pit local communities against one another as they at-
tempt to fight this spillover effect.  The unevenness of 
local immigration policies throughout North Carolina 
may cause fragmentation and parochialism among lo-
cal governments, resulting in benefits for some juris-
dictions and costs to others.  Rapid in-migration of un-
documented immigrants from one locale to another will 
cause unsuspecting local jurisdictions to bear the brunt 
of growth pressures from a population that deserves 
special planning and attention.  
Conclusions
The active involvement of local jurisdictions in immi-
gration policy adoption and enforcement has tremen-
dous implications for local governance and planning. 
This article highlights some of the most prominent anti-
immigration ordinances proposed by local officials in 
2006-2007 in North Carolina.  Local anti-immigration 
ordinances are certainly an indicator of the growing 
concern that immigration—particularly undocumented 
immigration—is changing the face of North Carolina’s 
local communities.  The diffusion of these ordinances 
across the state also raises questions about the role that 
each level of government has or should have in devel-
oping and enforcing immigration policies.  Moreover, 
these local anti-immigration ordinances challenge our 
understanding about the authority of local jurisdictions 
over immigration and whether local ordinances are an 
effective strategy for dealing with a complex national 
immigration dilemma.
With a porous border, inadequate federal enforcement of 
immigration law, and uneven immigration enforcement 
between states and local jurisdictions, anti-immigration 
ordinances appear likely to merely push undocumented 
immigrants from one place to another.  In Hazelton, 
Pennsylvania, for example, residents have reported a 
noticeable decline in the number of Hispanic undocu-
mented and documents immigrants, as many of them 
flee the hostile environment created by the passage of 
the Illegal Alien Relief Act.  They are not, however, re-
turning to their home country, but rather are going to 
other states and localities in the United States that are 
more receptive towards immigrants.  While some states 
and localities have tightened their reign on undocu-
mented immigration, others are quietly and willingly 
adapting their policies and procedures to accommodate 
a growing immigrant population.  These communities 
that have traditionally had more liberal procedures in 
dealing with undocumented immigrants may find that 
they can no longer be receptive if they are overwhelmed 
by a large influx of new immigrants fleeing from hostile 
environments.  
It is not clear what the long-term ramifications of lo-
cal anti-immigration ordinances will be.  Will they truly 
discourage illegal immigration and relieve local com-
munities of the fiscal and social burdens?  Or, instead, 
will they only worsen these burdens in an unplanned, 
unpredictable way?  While these questions can only be 
answered over time, it is certain now that the state of 
North Carolina does not yet have a coherent policy to-
wards addressing undocumented immigration, leaving 
the door open for more local jurisdictions to deal with 
immigration on their own terms.  
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